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Abstract 
 
While many different types of entrepreneurship have been identified in the literature, each type shares one 
feature in common – the profit motive.  Entrepreneurship is generally seen as contributing to the economic 
development of a country.  However, it will be argued that entrepreneurship can be used for social policy, 
with economic policy a secondary issue.  The discussion uses the United Arab Emirates as an example of 
the potential use of entrepreneurship as social policy. 
 
Introduction 
 
While many different types of entrepreneurship have been identified in the literature, each type has a 
common reference point – the profit motive.  Entrepreneurship definitions have entered the domain of 
contested definitions (along with such other definitions as organization, leadership, manager, power for 
example), and what ‘makes’ an entrepreneur.  There is generally no doubt about the purpose, rationale, or 
reason for entrepreneurship.  Simply expressed, it is an economic one.  This is not to claim social benefits 
do not flow from entrepreneurial activities, but rather specifically acknowledging that the majority of 
writings on entrepreneurship have adopted an underlying assumption that privileges the economic over the 
social.  The rhetoric has reached such a level that for any country to be internationally competitive, there 
must be high levels of entrepreneurship, even though we have yet to agree as to what entrepreneurship 
actually means!  There does not seem to be any reason why a primary purpose of entrepreneurship cannot 
be social, with the economic impact of lesser significance. 
 
This paper will examine this issue of entrepreneurship as social policy and how women can be specifically 
advantaged by such a policy.  The paper locates the discussion using a case study of a Middle Eastern 
country, the United Arab Emirates (UAE).  Using the UAE as a case study is justified for a number of 
reasons.  First, it is an Islamic society emerging from a rural, conservative past and rapidly becoming an 
urban, sophisticated, dynamic society.  Second, the governments of all levels have recognized the 
importance of women and their potential to contribute to the society, in both social and economic terms.  
The structure of the population and labour market has made the nationals a minority in their own country 
and there is a need for them to be able to define their own roles vis-à-vis other ethnic groups in the country 
(Heard-Bey, 2005).  Thirdly, the government policy of actively pursuing a non discriminatory education 
policy for nationals has opened up roles for women where once such roles were tightly defined as wife and 
mother.  A direct consequence of this policy has been increasing numbers of women undertaking tertiary 
education outnumbering men approximately two to one.  Another consequence of the overall rush to 
modernity has been a severe decline in the birth rates for Nationals.  Finally, there has been relatively little 
research on female entrepreneurs in the Middle East. 
 
As a result of economic and social policies, the government of the UAE is faced with the twin problems of 
rising unemployment rates for nationals (in a country where something of the order 0f 300,000 jobs are 
created annually) and an increasingly educated population, of which women are in a majority.  Coupled 
with this is the demographics of the country which as 52 per cent of the population is between 20 – 35.  
And all this in a country where the per capita income is estimated at $US20,000.   
 
While it could be argued that the UAE is a unique case this is a spurious argument, as all case studies are 
by definition unique.  Certainly, the UAE may not be representative of developed countries, it is 
representative of other countries in the Middle East, or at least the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC). 
 
This paper is structured as follows.  There is a general discussion about entrepreneurship (definitions, types, 
and purposes) which will provide some of the theoretical landscape for the discussions that are to follow.  
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Next, the specific context of the UAE is developed in order to better locate the subsequent discussion.  
Finally, there will be a discussion on how and why a government might consider using entrepreneurship as 
social policy, rather than as an adjunct to economic policy and how women in the UAE are positioned to 
take advantage of such a policy. 
 
Entrepreneurship 
 
That the term ‘entrepreneurship’ has entered the ‘essentially contested’ terrain (Lukes, 1976, 9) of the 
social sciences cannot be doubted.  Gartner (1983, 697) points out that the: 
Definition of key words such as entrepreneur are often various and always a problem in the study of 
entrepreneurship. 
More recently Shane and Venkataraman (2000, 218) have argued  
Perhaps the largest obstacle in creating a conceptual framework for the entrepreneurship field has been its 
definition. 
Definitions are important, as definitions shape the subject matter and the boundaries of such subject matter; 
definitions provide the focus to not only what we study (and what we do not study), but why we study 
certain phenomena.  There has been no shortage of definitions of entrepreneurship.  As Wingham (2004) 
points out, entrepreneurship has a very long history and there have been differing definitions over the ages.  
An example of some more contemporary definitions are: 
an approach to management that …follows the pursuit of opportunity without regard to resources currently 
controlled.  (Stevenson, 1983, 10) 
Stevenson (1983) then develops his definition by subdividing it into six ‘critical dimensions’ of business 
practice.  Shane and Venkataraman (2000, 217) offer a simple definition. 
entrepreneurship is concerned with the discovery and exploitation of profitable opportunities. 
Morris, Schindehutte, and LaForge (2004, 92) define it as 
the process of creating value by bringing together a unique package of resources to exploit an opportunity. 
Montanye (2006) offers  
Entrepreneurship is the process by which individuals acquire ownership (property rights) in economic rents 
of their creation. 
A financial journalist (Knight, 2006, 2) equates financial entrepreneurs with risk taking. 
It is not the intention to examine in detail each of these definitions – that is not the point.  The point is to 
demonstrate the contested nature of the domain of entrepreneurship and that while there are elements that 
might be thought common to each definition, there are also essential differences which set them apart.   
But while there may be definitional differences, there seems to be considerable agreement on two central 
points in relation to entrepreneurship.  First, entrepreneurship is the holy grail of economic growth.  
Wingham (2004, 38) is unequivocal  
The future of world economic growth is to be found through stimulated entrepreneurial activity. 
Butler (2004) is more circumspect when claiming that 
The creation of new business organizations for economic prosperity … the study of this process, which has 
been called entrepreneurship. 
Liao (2004, 117) takes a slightly different path when he argues: 
Governments and policy makers have become keenly aware of the economic development benefits that are 
derived from the establishment and growth of entrepreneurial endeavours. 
While the centrality of entrepreneurship to economic growth is recognized, there is also explicit recognition 
that governments have a part of play in the development of entrepreneurial activities which will provide 
economic benefits for society.  As this paper will argue below, governments and policy makers can take 
advantage of entrepreneurial activities for reasons of social policy, rather than economic policy. 
These above claims for the economic benefits of entrepreneurship lead logically to the second point – 
which is almost self evident. 
Entrepreneurship is all about the profit motive – one of the functions or purposes of entrepreneurship is to 
make profits.  Without profits, there can be no economic growth.  (Although of course there could be a 
significant debate about what constitutes sufficient profit to generate sustained economic growth.) And this 
profit motive underpins all the different types of entrepreneurship.  There seems also to be a growing list of 
differing types of entrepreneurial activities – such as young entrepreneurs, female entrepreneurs [no 
mention of male entrepreneurs?], minority entrepreneurship, community entrepreneurship, team 
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entrepreneurship and technology based entrepreneurship (Wingham, 2004, 34).  Welsch and Maltarich 
(2004, figure 5.4, 58) contribute social entrepreneurship, serial entrepreneurship, ethnic entrepreneurship, 
lifestyle entrepreneurship, and rural entrepreneurship.  Black (2006) has added financial entrepreneurship, 
while Wharton Entrepreneurial Programs have coined the term ‘experimental entrepreneurship’ or ‘societal 
entrepreneuship’ (Knowledge@Wharton, 2006, 1) to categorise a HIV/AIDS program in Botswana.  While 
there may be different expectations in relation to what level of profits should be generated the primary 
purpose of the entrepreneurial activity is the generation of profits.  This is a key assumption that underpins 
the majority of work on entrepreneurship and Gartner (2001), while recognizing the importance of 
examining the assumptions underpinning entrepreneurship studies, does not seem to question this most 
basic of assumptions.  It is generally assumed that entrepreneurship (irrespective of how the activity is 
‘labeled’) is about profit making, everything else flows from this assumption.   
But what if the profit assumption was changed to reflect a social policy, rather than an economic one, as 
potentially could be developed in the United Arab Emirates (UAE)?  The next section of the paper will 
discuss this issue in relation to the UAE using national women as a specific example of how 
entrepreneurship as social policy can present a viable alternative to entrepreneurship as economic policy.  A 
key point in the overall argument is that, as will be demonstrated in the following section, there is no 
economic necessity for the UAE government to provide specific entrepreneurial options for their citizens.  
Economic conditions and labour market growth provide ample opportunities for all nationals to have jobs.  
But one of the key reasons for the economic growth of the UAE also contributes to the emerging social 
problems of unemployed UAE nationals – this is the availability and influx of cheap labour from 
surrounding developing countries and the constant pressure from the International Monetary Fund to not 
change the basic structural features of the UAE labour market. 
Prior to discussing these issues, it is necessary to provide some economic and social context within which 
UAE nationals are embedded. As Stevenson (2004, 3) points out when discussing entrepreneurship 
definitions of the necessity to ‘…take into account both the individual and the society in which the 
individual is embedded’. 
 
United Arab Emirates – Economy and society 
 
Economic growth in the UAE has seen real GDP growth rates of 11.8 percent in 2003 and 7.4 percent in 
2004, with a GDP per capita of $US20,000 (UAE Handbook, 2006, 4).  While much of this growth can be 
attributed to rising oil prices the governments have been working to lessen the reliance on oil revenues.  
Overall, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) found that ‘economic growth has been impressive…(2006, 
1) and has resulted in the UAE being ranked 32 out of 125 world economies, making it the highest among 
the Gulf Cooperation Council (Khaleeji Times, 27/9/06).  The government of the UAE has concentrated on 
a number of key economic areas – aviation, port facilities, tourism, finance and telecommunications (UAE 
Handbook, 2006, 37).  The IMF, during visits in 2005 and 2006, were overall satisfied with the directions 
and development of the UAE economy.  A number of areas were of concern to the IMF (reducing the size 
of the public sector, tightening up financial regulations for stock exchanges and banks) but generally there 
were no major problems highlighted. 
 
Labour Market issues 
 
With such strong economic growth has also come strong growth in the labour market.  The growth in the 
labour market has been aided by the UAE having an open border foreign labour policy which has enabled 
the private sector to recruit expatriate workers at internationally competitive wages and contributed to 
economic growth(IMF, 2005b, 4).  To which they might had added “…and is a key contributing factor to 
the current state of Nationals in the UAE labour market.  Under UAE labour law, work shall be an inherent 
right of UAE nationals.  If national employees are not available, preference in employment shall be given 
to Arab workers and then to workers of other nationalities (Gulfnews, 12/6/2005, 2).  This may be the law, 
but it is not the current situation in the UAE. The Ministry of Labour (2005) estimates that something in the 
order of 300,000 jobs per annum  are being created by the economic growth in the UAE, while, an IMF 
report (2005b, 27) indicates that the economy during 1999 – 2004 created annually an average of 177,000 
jobs while there was an annual average increase of 18,000 nationals into the workforce.  According to the 
same IMF report, the total number of unemployed nationals reached 29,000 in 2004, (2005b, 27) and this in 
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a country where something of the order of 177,000 jobs were being created.  It is no wonder that this 
disparity between job creation and unemployment resulted in the IMF concluding “…increasing 
unemployment among nationals is likely to pose a serious problem” (2005b, 29).  While the IMF may have 
considered the increasing unemployment a serious problem, they were still warning against any future 
changes to labour polices so as to not adversely impact upon the competitiveness of the economy (2005b, 
29) as it was the ‘…flexible labour policy adopted thus far in the UAE [which] has been an important 
contributing factor behind the diversification of the non oil economy (IMF, 2005b, 13).   
An indication of the extent of the current and potential problem that the IMF is concerned about can be 
given by consideration of some key labour market statistics.  In the most recent census 2005, the total 
population of the UAE was 3.8 million, of which males comprised 68 percent (2.6 million) and females 32 
percent (1.2 million).  These figures are significantly skewed due to the number of expatriates living and 
working in the UAE.  Of the total UAE population, 76 per cent (2.9 million) are expatriates.  Expatriate 
males, as an overall percentage of the population is 55 per cent (2.1 million).  Nationals are a clear minority 
in their own country comprising only 21 per cent (.8 million) divided almost evenly between males and 
females (males 50.7 per cent; females 49 per cent).  Potential problems loom even larger when the 
demographics of the national population are taken into account, with 52.9 per cent of the national 
population being between 20 -35 years of age. (All percentages are derived from figures given in The 
Gulfnews, 31/7/06, reporting on preliminary census figures).  How does the government account for why 
there are so many unemployed Nationals?  The Minister of Labour has claimed that the fault lies with the 
private sector, as they have stereotyped Nationals as lazy and not interested to [sic] work and that 
expatriates are willing to accept ‘…harsh conditions.’ (Gulfnews, 24/7/06).  When confronted with these 
statistics, the usual response of the private sector has been that the nationals lack the appropriate training 
and skills, echoed in an IMF Report (2006, 4) that to ‘…address employment of nationals, attention should 
be given to long-term education, training, appropriate wage policies, and labour legislation.’  Yet education 
and training of nationals could be considered one of the more successful policies of the UAE government, 
especially for women.  In 2005 there was a total of 41,536 nationals in higher education institutions of 
which 27,262 were females (66 per cent) and 14,274 males (34 per cent).  While it is difficult to account for 
the disparity between males and females anecdotal evidence would suggest the imbalance is due to a 
number of reasons – men can more readily find jobs in the defence and police forces; men have much 
greater freedoms to move around society; women are more motivated to learn; it is an opportunity to 
broaden their horizons and participate in a modern world served up daily on television; it gives them the 
opportunity for much greater social interaction, not only with their peers, but also with women and men 
from other mainly western countries.  These interactions also present new role models, especially in 
relation to women supervising men.  What is apparent is that there are increasing numbers of women 
entering the workforce, or engaging in careers and deferring marriage and child bearing.  For example, the 
number of children per national woman fell from 7.2 in 1985 to 4.6 in 2004, a significant fall (Human 
Resources Report, 2005).  Women who are employed are concentrated in the ‘traditional’ sectors of 
education (41.5 per cent of all employees), health (34.2 per cent of all employees), social affairs (19.7 per 
cent of all employees), Federal civil servants (28 per cent of all employees), banking and finance (57 per 
cent of all employees) as well as 39.3 per cent of all employed national women being in the banking and 
finance sectors.  Women are starting to be found in different sectors (for example, police service, civil 
defence; hospitality) but progress is slow (UAE Handbook, 2004, 233-4). 
 
Overall the numbers of UAE national females that are economically active have increased by 11 per cent 
between 1995 and 2004.  But there are also 14,000 women looking for work, which means an 
unemployment rate among women of 19.7 per cent (Gulfnews, 8/6/05).  That so many women are 
unemployed is interesting as employers in the Gulf Cooperation Council countries – which includes the 
UAE – prefer to hire women as they cost 10 per cent less than their male counterparts and perform the same 
functions (Khaleej Times, 9/9/06).  Again, explanations of why under these circumstances there are so 
many unemployed women are hard to come by.  Anecdotal evidence posits a number of potential causes – 
discrimination, family members not giving women permission to live in cities where the work is; split 
shifts; working with men; unsatisfactory occupations; salaries and benefits not sufficient (although this 
complaint is not usually applied to jobs in the public sector).  The government is however aware of the 
situation in relation to these educated women coming onto the labour market.  The Minister of Economy 
when discussing the 2005 census pointed out that the census results would allow the government to 
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formulate programs and identify policies necessary for enhancing the role of women as effective human 
resources (Gulfnews, 31/7/06).  It is into this policy vacuum that entrepreneurship programs for national 
women might alleviate the high rates of female unemployment, as business ownership is often a preferred 
social as well as economic option. 
 
Women as entrepreneurs in the UAE 
 
Haan (2004, 4) noted that ‘…there is precious little support available that specifically focuses on women-
managed small enterprises (WSEs), offering assistance of help entrepreneurs overcome the special 
constraints they face.’  The IMF (2005b, 30) noted that there were some initiatives at local levels to 
promote entrepreneurship.  For example, there is the Sheikh Mohammed Establishment for Young Leaders 
which provides funds and facilities for start up businesses, but while the applicants can come from any 
Emirate, the business must be established in Dubai.  This automatically excludes many women from other 
Emirates as their families will not allow them to live in Dubai.  There is another scheme INTILAQ, which 
encourages UAE citizens residing in Dubai to start their own home based businesses.  There are no policy 
instruments at a Federal level to assist in the process of creating women entrepreneurs as a means of 
addressing the social issues.  The issue is a social one as there are jobs available in the private sectors but 
women are not taking them up (or employers are not employing them) – for a number of reasons already 
mentioned– but there does not seem to be the economic ‘push’ to get jobs.  It would seem that if it was 
simply a matter of economics then the rate of unemployment among women might not be as high as it is.  
This does not mean there is no evidence of female entrepreneurship in the UAE.  A study (Haan, 2004) 
found that women were distributed between traditional activities (e.g. perfume mixing, traditional cloth-
making and various handicrafts), operated mainly by older women operating from their homes.  The second 
group was found in more modern activities, often making use of advanced communication techniques and 
contemporary business practices.  These women were mostly young, well educated and more business 
oriented.  In carrying out the study, Haan acknowledged one of the key problems was the actual 
identification of UAE women small business entrepreneurs (2003, 6).  Of those that were included in the 
study (a total of 30 out of an initial 300) 63 per cent were in their 20’s (35 per cent) and 30’s (28 per cent).  
Of the majority of women interviewed, 70 per cent were employed prior to starting their businesses, with a 
majority in either the federal or local governments (Haan, 2004, 8).  Of 49 responses, only 24 per cent 
indicated they were interested in additional income, with the remainder advancing reasons including hobby 
(24 per cent); gaining experience (16 per cent), planning to grow into an established SME (18 per cent).  
The age of the women who nominated ‘hobby’ was on average 37; while planning to grow into an 
established SME was 31 years. 
Women small enterprises were spread across a range of economic activities, with trade (47 per cent) 
followed by manufacturing (20 per cent) and business services (17 per cent).  Given the limited numbers of 
women entrepreneurs in the study, it is difficult to come to any firm conclusions about important elements 
of entrepreneurship activity such as levels of economic activity; profit margins; growth in sales and other 
potential measures of economic success – if economic success is being used as a measure of the worth of 
the venture.  But if the measure used is a social, instead of economic one, then the picture shapes up a little 
differently – while the numbers are limited, they are at least not unemployed and at the same time 
providing role models for other women who are seeking work and perhaps had not considered starting a 
business.  While the barriers faced by women entrepreneurs have features in common to women in other 
countries (see for example, Brush et al 2006) there are a number of ‘special constraints’ (Haan, 2004, 37).  
These have been identified as ‘…the social status of women and prevailing socio-cultural factors…’ which 
can include low levels of support from husbands and families and exclusion from specific industries and 
occupations (Haan, 2004, 37).   
One of the general recommendations of the report was that “…specific policies for the promotion of WSEs 
be formulated as part of a wider framework for SME development in the UAE, and a key component of this 
recommendation was that a ‘quota’ be considered that allowed for the reservation of a minimum percentage 
of businesses in particular trades for UAE women in order to limit competition from other expatriate or 
male entrepreneurs (Haan, 2004, p.39).  Since submission of the report, little action seems to have been 
taken at the Federal level either to specifically promote small business ventures, or assist women 
entrepreneurs to get involved in starting their own businesses.  Based on the evidence of the general lack of 
success of a quota system in the labour market (Human Resource Report, 2005) it seems unlikely such 
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quotas would be introduced.  This does not mean that there are not other policy instruments that might be 
applied in the context of the UAE – the experiences of other governments in other countries provides good 
examples of specific policy instruments within an overall policy framework – the UAE government needs 
to first recognize that entrepreneurship does not necessarily have to primarily economic. 
Conclusion 
 
It would seem that the conditions are ripe for such a policy framework to be put in place, at least in general, 
if not specific terms.  The number of educated women entering the workforce (or at least attempting to 
enter the workforce) means the government needs to take some steps to soak up unemployed national 
females.  While there are other steps labour market policy steps  the government might take in relation to 
the employment of these women, this would involve impinging upon other policy areas that are 
contributing to the economic growth of the UAE.  That is, the currently policy of open labour markets has 
been credited as being a key to the economic growth of the UAE.  Expatriates from low wage countries are 
willing to work at rates and conditions less than Nationals are prepared to accept.  The government could 
simply change this policy, but, as the IMF has made clear on a number of occasions, this would not suit 
their (economic) purposes.  Businesses also have a strong voice in the UAE and low wages mean increased 
levels of profit.  This too works against the employment of national women.  It would seem that UAE 
women have no where to go in terms of expectations (social and economic) and hence the Federal 
government needs to consider the development of a policy which sees entrepreneurship as a social issue, 
not simply an economic one.  If the promise of an educated female workforce is to be fulfilled then 
entrepreneurship as social policy seems like a viable option which will not impinge upon current labour 
market policies; not create any issues with the IMF; and perhaps even lead to further economic 
development as an additional benefit. 
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